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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to explore the prerequisite conditions for implementing
a liberal management education and for fostering ethical students using examples from the core
curriculum at Singapore Management University (SMU).
Design/methodology/approach – Beginning with a reading of the Carnegie Foundation’s
Rethinking Undergraduate Business Education: liberal learning for the professions (2011), the paper
examines the contribution and limits of the findings and recommendations before discussing the place
of the liberal arts in the modern university and describing a case study of liberal management
education in process at SMU. It concludes with a reading of the work of Emmanuel Levinas and Asian
philosophy as the basis for an ethical management education.
Findings – The paper uncovers a central shortcoming in an otherwise important Carnegie study:
that business education is unlike other professional education because it lacks an autonomous
discipline that studies business knowledge production as an object. Consequently, applying the
liberal arts to business education risks neglecting the critical side of the liberal arts. With only the
reflective side of the liberal arts in operation, management education cannot be grasped as a specific
sphere of values within the pluralism of spheres advocated by the Carnegie report. Only by
recreating the function of an autonomous discipline with an objective lens on business knowledge
within the core curriculum at SMU can that university attempt to incorporate both the critical and
reflective side of the liberal arts in management education. This kind of liberal management
education can indeed lead to respect for the values of the others in the way that ethical philosopher
Emmanuel Levinas envisioned.
Research limitations/implications – Further development of the SMU core curriculum is
necessary in order to confirm the hypothesis that the liberal arts can be brought together with
management education to produce more mature, ethical students.
Practical implications – Liberal management education curriculum must incorporate the critical
function of the liberal arts when faced with business knowledge production in order to promote
a pluralist ethics. If SMU is successful, it can become a model for other global business schools in Asia
and beyond.
Social implications – Asian higher education is ongoing a rapid transformation in values. The shift
is towards understanding the wider relationship between universities and society and the role of an
education citizenry. Liberal management education can be a bridge to this new world of higher
education in Asia, and beyond.
Originality/value – This discussion provides a fuller understanding of the two-sided nature of the
liberal arts and the importance of both sides for building a liberal management education and creating
ethically mature students.
Keywords Management education, Ethics, Liberal arts, Curriculum development,
Emmanuel Levinas, Asian philosophy
Paper type Conceptual paper
To approach the Other in conversation is to welcome his expression, in which at each instant
he overflows the idea a thought would carry away from it. It is therefore to receive from the
Other beyond the capacity of the I, which means exactly: to have the idea of infinity. But this
also means: to be taught. The relation with the Other, or Conversation, is a non-allergic
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relation, an ethical relation; but inasmuch as it is welcomed this conversation is a teaching.
Teaching is not reducible to maieutics; it comes from the exterior and brings me more than
I contain. (Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity).
The central argument of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching’s
report Rethinking Undergraduate Business Education: Liberal Learning for the
Profession (Colby et al., 2011) is that students are best served when they are taught that
today’s society has a number of different “spheres”, each with potentially different
values, values that may be other than those of the business sphere. Only such an
insight will ensure that students have what the report calls “the critical distance” to
become global citizens. The authors point out that the values of family may differ from
the values of government, which may differ from the values of civil society, which in
turn may differ from the values of business. They argue that a global citizen must learn
to recognize these differences and develop ethical strategies to deal with these
differences. But, the authors assert, the problem with management education is that, in
general, it does a poor job of teaching students to understand and respect different
value spheres. Indeed the Carnegie report’s field investigation reveals that many
students tend to apply the values of business to all spheres of life. By implication,
current business students will make poor ethical leaders as they are unable to
recognize other spheres of value.
The solution proposed by the Carnegie Foundation report is to integrate the liberal
arts with management education more thoroughly in undergraduate business
education, and indeed the authors do find a few hopeful examples of this strategy in
their field research, although not many. According to Ann Colby and her colleagues,
the authors of the report, the liberal arts can teach students to recognize different
value spheres, and they insist that making connections between the liberal arts and
management education will assist business students in identifying and respecting
these different value spheres.
In this paper, we are going to take issue with some of the assumptions in the
Carnegie Foundation report. We do so acknowledging the insights and importance of
the report for extending the conversation on management education beyond its
usual borders, and especially into undergraduate education (although see Chew and
McInnis-Bowers, 2004; Arenella et al., 2009). We also note with appreciation the
depth of analysis of the history of management education undertaken by the
authors, and the diligence of their field research and interviews, the latter all too rare
amongst those opining on management pedagogy and curriculum (but see Thomas
et al., 2013).
Nonetheless in this paper, despite sharing the goals of the Carnegie authors, we will
take issue with their analysis and prescription. In particular, their comparison of the
business profession to the other professions seems to us to contain a crucial flaw.
Unlike the other professions, there are no equivalent disciplines or sub-disciplines that
takes business as a sociological and historical object of study. Or to use the language of
the report, there are no independent disciplines that look at the sphere of business
values from a critical distance. Medicine and engineering have the autonomous
disciplines of the history of science and the philosophy of science. Law has political
theory, including legal theorists housed in politics departments. But business has no
such independent inquiry outside the discipline proper. There are several consequences
deriving from this difference from the other professions not taken into account by the
Carnegie authors. Without a critical lens to put the subject of business in perspective
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and to place its values within a specific sphere, not only are the liberal arts weakened
by the impression that business values can adapt to all spheres, but the liberal arts
themselves appear merely reflective, rather than critical. Without the lens of a liberal
discipline studying business from a critical distance as a specific phenomenon of
society and history, the liberal arts appear to have more to say about their own spheres
than they do about the sphere of business.
In our view, a true liberal management education (Thomas and Harney, 2013)
must reflect both sides of the liberal arts – reflective and critical – and both sides
of the management student – one able to operate ethically within the sphere of
business values, and one able to step back from that sphere, and using a multi-lectic
perspective, place it in context to the other spheres enumerated by the Carnegie
authors. This requires something that is absent from the prescription of the
Carnegie Foundation report, and largely absent from academia itself. What is
required is a lens trained on business from the outside, allowing business students
to see themselves through the lens of their specific ethical sphere, and thus allowing
them to recognize the different ethical spheres of others. As the ethics philosopher
Emmanuel Levinas (1985) might say, only through such an encounter – through the
lens of the Other as Other – will the management student be able to build a properly
ethical capacity.
To support our criticism of these shortcomings, we will use the example of our own
curriculum at Singapore Management University (SMU), where we are trying to
produce what we want to call a liberal management education. These efforts are still in
progress and there is still work to be done. But we will argue that a different kind of
ethics emerges when a liberal management education is in operation. When the liberal
arts produce both a reflective and critical pedagogy business students can see
themselves through a different lens, embracing a theoretical and practical pluralism.
But to put this kind of pedagogy in place requires taking the Carnegie Foundation
report one step further, as we will explain.
The Carnegie report
We begin with a review of the Carnegie report, a truly important document. We can
only hope it reaches a wide audience amongst university educators, and especially
amongst business school leaders. The report, published as a book, treats business
education with respect, aligning it with legal, medical, and engineering education as
part of the core professional education mission of the contemporary university. It thus
both supports, and draws upon, the line of thinking made visible most recently by
Rakesh Khurana’s well-known book, From Higher Aims to Hired Hands: The Social
Transformation of American Business Schools and the Unfulfilled Promise of
Management as a Profession Khurana (2007).The Carnegie book grants business
education this elusive professional status alongside its peers, but provisionally. The
authors see a difference in business education – one might even say a deficit.
In comparing previously undertaken studies in other areas of professional education,
also funded by the Carnegie Foundation, they found that the curriculum in those
professions made room for what they call a “plural” worldview. Whether law, medicine,
or engineering, these professional curricula did not teach their sphere of values as
the only sphere, nor as the rightly dominant one. The authors found the attitude in the
curriculum of business schools, and amongst business professors and business
students, more monolithic. Rather than acknowledging that the values of business
were but one set of values, these values were deployed to extend to every area of life.
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Thus the values of efficiency, productivity, profit- and utility-maximizing, and
competition were understood by many in the business school to be universal values,
not values specific to their profession. Or in the vernacular, the report found many
business students believed “you could put a price on everything”. Other spheres of life,
and other contexts, whether family, religion, environment, social life, play and leisure,
were viewed through the lens of market values according to their field research.
However, one of the shortcomings of this otherwise thorough investigation by the
Carnegie Foundation is that they offer no explanation as to why this ethical pluralism
did not exist for business students, a shortcoming we would attribute to the lack of an
autonomous discipline investigating business. We will return to this.
Now it should be stressed that this report is not in the least hostile to business
education as legitimate education, nor to the business world, nor even to the values of
the business sphere, in their proper place. Indeed the Carnegie report’s criticisms are
not unlike some that have been uttered from within the field, as the authors
acknowledge. When, for instance, the authors write eloquently about the way the
cultivation of judgement is sacrificed to the reassurance of scientific method, they
could easily be mistaken for Mintzberg (2005), Bennis and O’Toole (2005), or any
number of other critics from within the business school (Pfeffer and Fong, 2002; Augier
and March, 2011). However, one crucial difference ought to be emphasized. The
Carnegie authors apply these criticisms to the vastly expanding undergraduate
business degree. They also make the astute point that although it is regrettable that
these “scientific” models dominate both academic scholarship, and in retail form, the
textbooks studied by students, this scientific approach does serve a purpose.
It provides the “rigour” that legitimizes business as an academic subject on the one
hand, while providing the concrete technical skills, or the appearance of them, to
students worried about competing in a complex technical job market dominated by the
financial sector. Judgement as a skill that sees degrees of truth and constant variation
in condition is not a skill susceptible to being taught or tested through the verifiable,
falsifiable, controllable proofs of quantitative models. The authors proclaim with a
note of discovery that judgement is called “leadership” in business education, and they
are right that it certainly should be, but those on the inside of the profession know
too well that there is no part of business knowledge that does not soon become captive
to modeling, including leadership studies. Judgement persists as a value in some
leadership scholarship but it is often crowded out by modeling, prediction, and
aspirations to scientific accuracy in human affairs.
The authors also write a lot about ethics, beginning by recounting a familiar history
of the business school rooted in Wharton and other schools who were at the time
committed to education as a social trusteeship, producing a class of responsible
gentlemen, and a few gentlewomen, who would rule with a sense of the overall social
good from within whatever professional sphere they were trained, whether as clergy,
civil servants, lawyers, or in the case of Wharton in the 1880s, business. The book goes
on to report the results of field site visits with different programs. They interview
professors, students and university leaders, and they observe classes in action at a
number of American campuses (one of the report’s limitations, perhaps by mandate, is
that it focuses only on the American version of a global explosion in undergraduate
business education, and then only on highly regarded public and private institutions).
The authors observe the way management education currently teaches ethics and
social responsibility. They also advocate structural changes to curriculum that would
make for easier integration between the liberal arts and management education.
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Finally, after a defense of the liberal arts in its own right, largely focusing on its
reflective character, the authors attempt to apply the “lessons” of the liberal arts to two
management subjects, entrepreneurship, and globalization, drawing examples where
they can find them from among their field site visits.
Rethinking the report
The central argument of the report – that students should learn to recognize a
pluralism of value spheres – is also the singular theoretical contribution the authors
make to the debates on management education, and particularly to the theoretical
discussions in the sub-field of business ethics. Business ethics claims a diversity of
philosophical or theoretical positions, but it rarely speaks positively of an existing
sphere of values in business, a sphere comprising values such as efficiency,
competition, and wealth production. If this specific value sphere of business is
acknowledged at all in business ethics literature, it is regarded as incomplete and
requiring supplement, rather than consisting of fully formed values in their own right,
forming their own sphere. Indeed even if business ethicists do, rarely, acknowledge
different spheres of values, they do so without including business values as a bounded
and legitimate sphere, regarding business values as either ubiquitous, or not worthy
of the term “value”. This in turn has serious consequences. It means that business
ethics cannot posit a pluralism of value spheres, since it does not regard itself as a
distinct, limited, and valid value sphere. Its values are invisible, or they are negative.
Thus instead business ethics scholars tend to apply one ethical standard at the outset
to all situations, or to judge one ethical outcome after an action in any number of
situations, or to cultivate an individual ethics in each student. In other words, rather
than thinking in terms of spheres or using a theoretical lens that is truly plural, they
think either of one overall ethics, or an infinite number of situational or individual
ethical possibilities. But the idea of plural spheres of value suggests that there may be
values that are not easily reconciled with each other. In this case, ethics is not about
holding values or discovering values, but figuring out ways to live in a world where
others might have values different from yours and respecting the boundaries of
these different spheres, including when they are incommensurate. There is in fact a
philosophy of ethics that supports this notion of plural spheres, though it is rarely
invoked in business ethics, despite the fact that it is derived from the most important
ethical philosopher of the twentieth century, Emmanuel Levinas. We will return to
Levinas when we explore the curriculum at SMU.
Without invoking Levinas, the Carnegie report nonetheless points towards this
different approach to ethics and is, therefore, an important departure from the standard
business ethics literature. We therefore want to emphasize again its landmark
contribution to debates in business education through its conception of plural spheres
of values. However, the Carnegie report proposes to help students learn about and
negotiate these different spheres by exposing them to the liberal arts, and in particular
by bringing the liberal arts closer to management education. The report complains of
what it calls the “barbell” effect in the programmes on which it reports. The authors
note that field visits found weighty liberal arts courses at one end of the curriculum
and weighty business subjects at the other end. Often there was only “a thin bar”
connecting them, suggesting it was difficult for students to make the connection
between a stand-alone course on entrepreneurship on the one hand, and one on world
literature on the other hand. The authors advocate more exposure to the liberal arts
which will in turn expose students to these different spheres of values, whether
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religion, family, or nation. The authors also advocate bringing the liberal arts in closer
contact with the management curriculum. But it is this latter move we find problematic
for its unexamined assumptions. Bringing the liberal arts closer to the management
curriculum assumes that the liberal arts can be easily reconciled with management
education as it is currently taught. But we question this because in this encounter some
of the central strengths of the liberal arts – its classical qualities as well as its reflexive
qualities – can appear as weaknesses, or at the very least, sit uneasily with the more
mercurial and worldly qualities of management education. These power dynamics
undermine the Carnegie report’s strategy. To explain further it is necessary to look
a little closer at the liberal arts and at what the Carnegie authors hope to gain from
these subjects.
Which liberal arts?
The liberal arts are of course many things in many places. In his recent polemical book
Blow Up the Humanities Miller (2012), the well-known cultural studies scholar Toby
Miller has argued that there are today in the USA two humanities, one an elite pursuit,
the other a form of job training. The first is concentrated in private universities and
flagship public universities in the USA, as well as represented in more narrow
programmes at elite universities in Europe. The latter is composed around majors in
communications, training for teachers, and criminology, among other more vocational
uses of the liberal arts. In Miller’s view both share a search for meaning but are
otherwise divided by class and institution, to say nothing of the life prospects of the
students. The search for meaning is suppressed in Humanities Two, while it floats free
of material conditions in Humanities One. Just as the Carnegie authors wish to bring
the liberal arts and management education together, Miller advises bringing the
two Humanities together to form what Miller calls Humanities Three. But unlike the
Carnegie authors, Miller sees Humanities Three (or what we would call liberal
management education) as bringing the question of meaning to the way all subjects are
taught. A Humanities Three curriculum should raise the question of meaning,
therefore, in every class, in every subject. But it should tie this question of meaning to
real, material conditions faced by the students. These real, material conditions are what
business education might call relevance or real-world application. In other words, just
as Miller’s proposed Humanities Three, liberal management education would raise
questions of meaning in management education, asking about meaning in the business
world. By asking about meaning, and tying these questions to real life business
situations, liberal management education would give students the lens to see their
sphere of study as having is own set of values, thus allowing them to compare and
contrast these values, producing a proper pluralism. In suggesting Humanities Three
aim its question of meaning at all subjects, not just its own, Miller anticipates one of
our arguments, that the liberal arts remain weak when they focus only on themselves,
no matter how integrated they are with management education, no matter how often
they are invoked to reveal other spheres of values. They must be used to turn business
into a distinct sphere of values too, not just point to their own spheres. Otherwise the
liberal arts will be brushed aside.
As Miller’s argument makes clear, the “weakness” of the liberal arts in the face of
management education goes beyond the divisions and differences in form, and is a
material one, bound to the condition of contemporary society. The very occasion of this
Carnegie report is the rise of management education not just absolutely but at the
expense of the liberal arts. Students are choosing to study business, not English
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literature. This shift we would argue, is attributable in part to certain qualities in the
liberal arts that, while not weakness in general, have proved disadvantageous under
the circumstances. The growth of management education is rarely connected in the
Carnegie report to the growth of business, and the latter is rarely understood
as a phenomenon of a different scope and scale than the spread of law or medicine.
Perhaps for this reason the Carnegie report underestimates the vulnerability of the
liberal arts to the powerful logics of business, and to the full force of management
education, especially when unchecked by the critical side of the liberal arts.
How the liberal arts work
What we treasure about the liberal arts is its propensity for self-reflection,
interpretation, and respect for a tradition of study. These qualities are undoubtedly
what the Carnegie authors had in mind when they recommended the liberal arts as the
right pedagogy for a pluralism of value spheres. But these qualities, or indeed values,
are also at odds with much of contemporary life where productivity, innovation, and
the management of risk try to minimize uncertainties of interpretation, overcome the
weight of tradition, and short-circuit the slowness of self-reflection; indeed we might
say the sphere of business is precisely full of such values. On this question we could do
worse than quote the most famous critic of business, Karl Marx, who nonetheless
appreciated this aspect of capitalism more fully than most capitalists of his day. “All
fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and
opinions, are swept away, all new formed ones become antiquated before they can
ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last
compelled to face with sober senses his real conditions of life, and his relations with his
kind”. Next to this value sphere, what chance do the values of self-reflection, respect for
tradition, or open interpretation really have? It may be forgotten that Marx is writing
appreciatively of business as a revolutionizing force here. But this is also the origin
of the split character of the liberal arts. It will be an education for the few, and when
it becomes an education on an industrial scale, it will bow to this powerful value sphere
described by Marx. As Christopher Newfield documents in his two volume history
of the liberal arts in the twentieth century, holding a romantic view on higher education
in which the liberal arts protected other spheres of values and produced the social
trusteeship coveted by the nineteenth century is a dangerous illusion. The
massification of the liberal arts was very much bound up with the rise of white-
collar employment, not otherworldly knowledge. The power of the values in the sphere
of business identified by Marx in the nineteenth century just grew in the twentieth
century, and exploded with globalization. Though the liberal arts responded to
globalization by introducing world literature, or the recovery of Asian philosophy, or
ramping up language study abroad, such a curriculum was never going to compete
with the globalizing value sphere of business. But because management education
represent this powerful economic discourse on globalization, it has often eclipsed any
global approach to the liberal arts. The overwhelming discourse of globalization
as a business phenomenon meant that to study globalization was to study business,
and often to study its values without fully acknowledging them or asking about
their meaning. Globalization is said to be about free trade, competition, new products,
new services, renewed enterpreneurship. Other kinds of globalization – globalization of
environmental concerns, for instance, or human rights concepts, or spiritual revivals in
the search for meaning -put forward through the liberal arts were often overpowered
by this economic globalization.
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The reflective and the critical
The authors are not wrong therefore to desire liberal arts that foster a quest for
meaning in a globalized world even if such reflection sits uncomfortably under the
pressures of the business sphere where many would acknowledge the importance of
judgement but few would take the time to study it. The liberal arts are indeed the right
pedagogy for such reflection. For example, one of the very first lessons one learns in art
history is the relationship between art and artifice, particularly through perspectival
critique in Renaissance painting, but also from the study of the impressionist or
modernism or indeed conceptual art – the visual arts draw our attention to what is
artificial about them, to the way they pretend to be what they are not and cannot be.
“The scene is not real”. It is a picture. It is therefore a form of self-reflection, of turning
inward, of placing the subject and object, and creating distance between subject
and object, representation and represented. To study art is to enter into a sphere of
human endeavor which always foregrounds reflection, from the portrait through to
the abstraction, where something or someone looks back. This is also the case with
literature – when it talks back.
And of course what separates literature from business case writing is not that
one is a story and the other is not. Both are stories, and it is not that one is true and
the other is not. Some of the greatest works in modern literature, from George
Orwell to James Baldwin, are non-fiction. Rather, what separates literature and
business case writing is not how they are written but how they are read. Literature is
written to be open to interpretation in its very language, not just in the facts it
presents. It turns us inward to the way it is made, to ask what is this knowledge
made only of words, when words do not hold their meaning. This question is not an
ethical one, at least in the first instance, much less is it about any responsibility to
the literary profession or the teaching profession. It is a question of meaning, and
reflection on meaning. Why study something that is not true? Or if it is true, so
quickly does it descend into different interpretations that it might as well not be true.
So what does it mean to encounter a world so unstable in meaning, so full of different
and seemingly undecidable views? The liberal arts at its best has built the moral
maturity of students with this vertiginous moment of meaning Jean-Paul Sartre
named simply “nausea”.
But this is not the whole story of the liberal arts, although unfortunately it is close to
the whole story for the authors of the Carnegie report who fall into the trap which
Newfield warns us about – romanticizing the liberal arts nostalgically. If the authors
of the report cannot see another side to the liberal arts, and place unrealistic faith in
its reflective side, this is because of the basic shortcoming in their comparison of
management education to the other professions. Management education differs from
law, medicine, or engineering not because its sphere crowds out other spheres of
values, but because it lacks any disciplines about itself.
What is really different about management education?
Looking more closely at the reports Colby and her colleagues produced on legal,
medical, and engineering education we soon discover that there is a subtle but
important difference in the relations of power between the value spheres. Liberal arts
maintains its reflective qualities when integrated in these professional spheres, but
it also asserts a more powerful quality, a critical quality that focuses not just on
re-evaluating its own knowledge and its own object as is common in the arts and
literature. Some of these liberal arts disciplines are aimed squarely at reassessing and
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judging the spheres of law, medicine, and engineering. For medicine and engineering,
the development of the disciplines of the history of science, the philosophy of science,
and the sociology of science (or science studies) means that independent, liberal arts
disciplines look at the same object as medical or engineering education, but maintain a
critical distance. After critical legal studies failed to maintain this internal disciplinary
distance, legal education had only political theory to contribute (at arm’s length) to its
concerns. Yet, as the recent return of Schmittian legal theory in Europe (Mouffe, 1999)
and Arendtian legal theory in the US attests (Young-Bruehl, 2009), legal political
theory continues to contribute to viewing the law as an artificial, man-made object in
an historical and sociological contexts, not just a body of professional practices and
precedents.
But business has no such disciplinary other, no liberal arts discipline devoted to
scrutinizing it. Certainly individual business scholars might investigate philosophy,
history, or sociology as a way to view the knowledge object of business. But one could
not say that any such discipline exists. Business history is certainly not the same as
the history of business knowledge and it is rare to find a text interested in placing
such history in the context of the societal or intellectual history of the moment, rather
than simply in the history of business thought or lifespans of companies. The critical
management studies movement may offer some useful insights, but it remains firmly
inside the discipline of management and functions very differently from the liberal
arts of philosophy, history, or even sociology (French and Grey, 1996). It is perhaps
most surprising that there is no sociology of business knowledge similar to the study
of laboratories in science studies, certainly not as a consistent discipline or sub-
discipline. There is little history of business that is not simply business history, and
there is little philosophy of business knowledge interested to place this knowledge in
a philosophical context or in a history of social, political, and economic thought,
rather than trying to place more philosophy in business. In other words, the liberal
arts do not play that powerful, critical function, reinforced by distinct and
autonomous disciplines and sub-disciplines, that they are able to play in other
professional education. There is no one studying the way business has “produced its
own object” to use Michel Foucault’s (2002) famous formulation. As a result the
liberal arts cannot make business “strange” by viewing it from a distance, and
consequently it fails to show itself as a specific sphere, with specific values, to be
negotiated, not assumed or ignored. If the liberal arts cannot turn business into an
object, it cannot provide the lens to see itself as a specific sphere, nor therefore help to
constitute that pluralism of spheres that the Carnegie report advocates. To use
another of Foucault’s concepts, without critical scrutiny from the liberal arts,
business is “normalised”, its sphere remains invisible, and its values become either
non-values or everyone’s values. What is blocked is the possibility of a different
ethics, where ethics is not the values you hold, but your ability to recognize the values
of others.
Ethics of difference
The reason we chose to focus on the ethical philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas is that
his philosophy addresses very directly one of the main complaints of the Carnegie
Foundation’s report. His philosophy also best describes the way we are attempting to
teach our students ethics at SMU. Levinas approaches ethics differently from much
of the western philosophical tradition. Although his work potentially has much in
common with eastern philosophy, unlike one of his most important predecessors,
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Martin Heidegger, Levinas showed little interest in or knowledge of eastern
philosophy, and sadly little respect. Nonetheless, despite himself, his conception of
ethics has as much to do with eastern philosophy as with the ethical tradition of
thought in Europe from which he was attempting to break. In particular Levinas did
not believe the notion going back to St Augustine that we have an interiority waiting to
be discovered, and as we discover this interiority we develop an ethical view of the
world, or indeed seek one out to give us an explanation of what we have found in
ourselves. Levinas believed that our interiority was undeveloped, and only became
developed when we encountered – that is, recognized – the other person, as other from
us, as different, as not just a version of us or a reflection of us. We then have to figure
out how to deal with someone who might have different interests, desires, and goals,
and thus the rules we constantly develop and revise for this purpose are what Levinas
calls ethics. In other words, ethics develops between two people, not inside ourselves.
And it never finishes developing and must be revised in every new encounter with the
other, with someone else. Seeing someone and not recognizing him as other, as having
his own being not reducible to oneself, is not just unethical, it also prevents one from
developing an ethics. Seeing someone and recognizing that he or she is different from
one’s own, and that his or her values are potentially different too, forces one to develop
a way to live with the other. This process of learning to live with the other who is truly
different, and not just a version of oneself to be assimilated or translated into one’s own
values, is the beginning of ethics for Levinas. There is of course more to Levinas (1985)
and we have had to summarize his position somewhat brutally. But what we will argue
is that this model of ethics not only suits business education. It is also at work in the
example of SMU.
A unique institution
Like the universities visited and studied by the Carnegie Foundation team, SMU has in
recent years had to contend with what that team calls the “barbell” effect, two weighty
areas with only the thinnest connection – core curriculum at one end and a majors
curriculum at the other, at least in the minds of the students, and probably a few
professors too. But there is also something different about the core curriculum at SMU
from those universities in the USA visited by the Carnegie team. SMU has no liberal
arts faculty. It is a university composed primarily of professional schools – law,
business, accounting, information systems, and economics. The social science school
focuses increasingly on policy and quantitative research, moving it close to the
methods of the professions. One might jump to the conclusion that trying to run a core
curriculum without a liberal arts faculty would be a disadvantage. One might say that
the problem of the barbell is compounded by the heavy weights of professional
education at one end, and light weights of piecemeal liberal arts courses at the other
end of the long thin bar, making this education unbalanced and unwieldy for the
students, as well as only thinly connected.
However, as we practice it as SMU, we have tried to turn a potential weakness
into a new strength. We do this by addressing the difference between business as a
professional education and the other professions, a difference neglected by the
Carnegie report. Our liberal management education attempts to keep both sides of the
liberal arts in focus, raising questions of meaning in the liberal arts and in
management education. We promote a form of learning that helps students understand
different spheres of value, including the sphere of value based in management
education. Students thus encounter other values as other, rather than simply as more
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aspects of the world to be incorporated into the business world. As useful as they
might be as part of the business sphere of values, social enterprise, corporate social
responsibility, or ethical leadership are not what we teach in liberal management
education. They are part of the management education curriculum precisely because
they can indeed be incorporated into that sphere of business values, precisely because
they use the same lens. Liberal management education is concerned with developing
this lens, but also with respecting other lenses, other spheres. We believe the resulting
ethical pluralism helps our students grow to maturity.
But how do we keep the liberal arts from being absorbed by business, from
becoming overwhelmed by business values in a curriculum that after all faces all the
pressures the Carnegie Foundation report rightly enumerates from studying the
business schools it has visited? We direct the critical faculty of the liberal arts towards
the sphere of business. For students to grasp their values as specific, they must also
comprehend through critical thinking the way the business sphere is sometimes
“other” to those they encounter beyond the business sphere. Only then will the
encounter be one that generates a new ethics.
SMU’s core curriculum
Inspired and indeed constructed in part by Wharton, the SMU core curriculum was
based on an institution that was drawing on some of the best liberal arts courses and
best professors in the USA if not the world at the University of Pennsylvania. SMU
took on this curriculum structure without that resource. But what we did have was a
commitment to a broad education for students. SMU’s educational philosophy from
the outset has been to provide an education that was both deep in its concentration on
professional knowledge and broad in its exploration of knowledge areas that raised
questions of meaning and context to balance this professional training. However, in
order to ensure that there was indeed balance and not a lob-sided or awkward barbell
curriculum, we had to invent in our broad education, our core curriculum, an
approach that would balance the reflective and critical qualities of the liberal arts.
This meant compensating for the lack of a autonomous discipline dedicated to
observing business knowledge by building this critical function inside each of our
courses to create the multi-lectic view we wanted for our students, while promoting
the ethical encounter we believed would result.
This meant that our core courses on technology, or government and society, or
leadership, or creativity, or ethics and social responsibility could not simply
draw from the disciplines of business, law, accounting, or economics. Nor could our
social science department be expected to take on such a massive curriculum alone.
In order to teach technology, for instance, as something other than a depth subject
about the application of technological innovation to business, about business plans
and adoption patterns, we had to conceive of our course, technology and world
change, much more broadly. Using philosophy, history, and sociology we help
students step back from the impulse merely to learn how to apply technology, a skill
they will learn at any rate in our depth subjects. Mirroring the way the history
and philosophy of science gives medical or engineering students the distance
to see their field as just that, a specific field or sphere with its own values, we help
our students step back from technology, including their own, and consider the
larger question of man vs machine, of the mastery of the environment by technology,
and of the technological imagination replacing a humanistic imagination. Students
begin to see their first impulse – to apply technology to innovation – is a specific
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desire emanating from within a specific value sphere. But challenges remain. Some of
our colleagues teach this course precisely through the specific desire of this specific
sphere, without offering students the lens to position that desire within a pluralism
of spheres.
A similar approach can be taken in our leadership and team building core
course. Of course, such a subject could be taught as a depth subject, or as merely
an introduction to a depth subject. Or if we were to follow the formula of the
Carnegie report, we might have students read Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar. But instead
we call on the liberal arts critically, situating the rise of leadership studies in business
within wider changes in the business world, and wider changes in society, from the
rise of the imperial presidency in the USA to the role of mass media and social media
in ordaining movement leaders globally. Students see their urge to be leaders in a
historical and sociological perspective and view leadership from a distance, perhaps
even asking what it means when all 800 students in a business programme want to be
leaders. Again this approach is not yet uniform with some faculty believing this course
is best kept within a discipline but we will be encouraging others and lending
institutional credibility to those who see the value of a reflective and critical liberal arts
raising questions about meaning in the discipline.
SMU’s course on business, government, and society is perhaps the most logical
place to help students encounter the Other and “be taught” as Levinas suggests by
that encounter with a sphere of values that is different, that is not just a version of one’s
values, and is not a set of values already latently contained within one’s sphere, but
something genuinely other, from which one may learn. Thus we go beyond the
standard stakeholder theories that assume all the values of all the spheres can be
organized around the business sphere, and ask students to consider a strategic lens
from within the experience of other spheres of value, whether the public sector or civil
society. The idea is to disorient the central role of business in stakeholder theory and
reorganize a properly plural set of spheres, an idea that does not always come to the
fore in every class.
Concluding with ethics
Finally with our Ethics and Social Responsibility course we intend to give students
the chance to go beyond business ethics as it is currently taught. By introducing a
pluralism of spheres, a Levinasian understanding of ethics, we come full circle in our
curriculum, using the critical side of the liberal arts to question even business ethics
itself. Instead of asking students to find within themselves their ethics, typical of
the maieutics of business ethics, we ask them instead to experience their ethics from
a critical distance when it comes in contact with other value spheres, other ethics.
Needless to say this also means that students can learn to concentrate on improving
ethics within their sphere – for instance where it is desperately needed in the
financial sector, including Singapore’s financial sector – rather than imagining their
ethics are appropriate for all the spheres of society. Indeed liberal management
education promises to place management students themselves in two spheres – one
looking out from the sphere of business ethics, and one looking into this specific
sphere – and recognizing through critical distance that it is one sphere, however
important, among many. Moving beyond the formulations of the Carnegie
Foundation’s report, liberal management education at SMU recognizes both sides
of the liberal arts – the reflective and the critical – and both sides of the management
student – one able to operate ethically inside the sphere of business values, and one
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able to step back from that sphere and place it in context, with a pluralism of spheres
that respect each other.
What are the results of this experiment at SMU and will we escape some of the
challenges faced by the programmes studied by the Carnegie authors? Certainly SMU
has something to teach, but also to learn, from the best of what Carnegie has
discovered around the USA. However, its national focus is certainly a limit here.
It turns out that the notion of plural spheres of values, as we suggested at the outset,
and despite Levinas himself, resonates with much of Asian philosophy (and it is
equally found in African concepts like Ubuntu). Taoist understanding of nature as
a sphere of values, and Buddhist commitment to seeing one’s own value sphere as a
device for holding on to the self are both examples of a pluralism that goes beyond
the European interiority of maieutics. As we build our liberal management education
we also build a model suitable for the global business school. Such a global business
school can strengthen itself by incorporating Asian ethical philosophies that stress
humility and harmony with other spheres.
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